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Saskatchewan 


Take Care: Sask. LTC homes raised warning 
signals long before outbreaks 


“Any kind of institution like this, I think there ultimately has to be responsibility 
back to the government," says Pam Moore. 


Arthur White-Crummey 
Mar 04, 2021 + March 6, 2021 + 10 minute read + (E) Join the conversation 





Joan Moore, left, speaks on the phone to her daughter Pam Moore, right, through her room's window at Extendicare Parkside. 
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STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


Read part three: Pandemic is Sask’s best chance for change in long-term care 





When the big day came, Arlene was up before dawn. She fixed her hair. She made up her face. She picked 
her best clothes. Who knows, maybe she’d be on TV? It was vaccine day at Santa Maria. 


The Regina special-care home was under lockdown due to a COVID-19 outbreak. Arlene missed going 
out. She missed visiting her daughter for a plate of home-cooked fried eggs. 


When Arlene got the vaccine, on Jan. 14, she called her brother to celebrate. The whole family was elated. 
It would all be over soon. Arlene would be free. 


But Arlene died just 16 days later, before the vaccine had time to train her immune system to fight the 
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For her daughter, Paula Sostorics, the timing adds bitterness to sorrow. She calls her mother’s loss “a 
totally avoidable death.” 


“She didn’t need to die,” said Sostorics. “This was preventable. As far as I’m concerned, the 
Saskatchewan government caused her death.” 
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Arlene Sostorics died in January after contracting COVID-19 while a resident of Santa Maria Senor Citizens Home in Regina. 
Submitted photo 
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term care. 


She worked at Extendicare Parkside in Regina back in the 1980s, long before it became the site of 
Saskatchewan’s worst COVID-19 outbreak. She didn’t last long. 


“I just got dumped on this job and I had no idea what I was doing,” she said. “It’s only part time so you 
couldn’t live on it; I was literally starving.” 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


Officials have long warned of serious gaps in Saskatchewan’s long-term care system. In report after 
report, they tell of overburdened staff, meaningless standards and ineffective oversight from government 
bodies tasked with keeping vulnerable seniors safe. 


They found Saskatchewan had largely neglected another option — home care — which was better for 
seniors and for the province’s bottom line. 


Postmedia reviewed a series of such reports going back to the 1970s. Back then, the system was different. 
There were set requirements for nursing hours in long-term care homes. There were private rooms, 
abundant air changes and enough money for consultants to worry about waste. 


Those consultants came from Extendicare. 
In a 1976 report, the for-profit care provider urged the province to take account of “the realities of 
economics” in long-term care. Its consultants noted that controlling swollen and inefficient staffing was 


the only way to contain costs. That prompted a blunt recommendation. 


“It is recommended that the Housing and Special Care Home Regulations in the province of 
Saskatchewan be revised by deleting the nursing hour requirements,” the report said. 


But that was only one point in a long list of cost-cutting advice. The report called for facilities with 
narrower hallways, fewer air changes and rooms that could fit two, three or even four beds. 


“It is recommended that careful consideration be given to a departure from the apparent current policy 
of constructing facilities with all private rooms and private washrooms,” said the Extendicare 


consultants. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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In a statement on Wednesday, Extendicare said it has no knowledge of the report, which was archived in 
the Saskatchewan Legislative Library. 


“We disagree with these recommendations, and note that they are contrary to the public advocacy 
positions we have taken in recent decades,” it said. “This 45-year-old report has no connection with our 
current vision for long-term care delivery.” 


Most of Extendicare’s old recommendations would become reality over the decades. Forty-five years 
later, SHA CEO Scott Livingstone would connect Extendicare Parkside’s four-bed rooms to the COVID- 
19 outbreak linked to 41 resident deaths. 


At first, though, officials were more worried about an imbalance between home care and long-term care 
than they were about standards themselves. Multiple reports from the 1990s to 2010 noted that 
Saskatchewan put far too much emphasis on nursing homes and not nearly enough on supporting 
seniors trying to stay in their own houses. 


A 1994 report by the Health Services Utilization and Research Commission noted that Saskatchewan’s 
home care system serves fewer clients compared to other provinces, while it had the second-highest ratio 
of long-term care beds per 1,000 seniors over 75 in Canada. 


It warned of “an excessive and costly dependence on institutional care” that costs seniors their 
independence, while taking a toll on their physical and mental health. 


The issue was still serious enough to take centre stage in a 2010 report on the future of long-term care. 
Laura Ross, then as now an MLA for north Regina, wrote that “Saskatchewan has one of the highest bed 
ratios in special-care homes, yet on the other hand, Saskatchewan has one of the lowest per capita 
spending on home care services.” 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


Ross’s public consultations pointed to “a general feeling that there are inadequate levels of homemaking 
and home maintenance services available through the home care program.” Many felt such services “are 
difficult, if not impossible, to access.” 


Institutional care remained the lynchpin of support for seniors in need of help. But officials were 
increasingly seeing warning signs of a system under strain. 
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Saskatchewan provincial ombudsman Mary McFadyen giving an embargoed newser about a report into the death of Margaret 
Warholm, a resident in the Santa Maria Seniors Care Home. Photo taken in Regina on May 13, 2015. PHOTO BY DON HEALY 
/Regina Leader-Post 


“Many care staff told us that they consistently had more work to complete in a single shift than was safely 
and reasonably possible,” Mary McFadyen, Saskatchewan’s provincial ombudsman wrote in a 2015 





examination of long-term care. Workers told her they were forced to triage. They spoke of neglect. 


“They admitted that they cut corners,” she explained. “They rarely have time to try to assist residents 
with their social or psychological needs.” 


McFadyen wrote those words after examining a woman’s death at Santa Maria. But it could have been 
anywhere, in any one of Saskatchewan’s special care homes. For McFadyen, the failings came from 


above. 


According to her review, Santa Maria’s contract didn’t require it to account for the quality of its services. 





There were no consequences if it didn’t meet government guidelines. McFadyen found no evidence that 
the health region, or the ministry, would have much idea if the home fell short. 


She saw little to like in the guidelines themselves. She called them “open to wide interpretation.” They 
didn’t set any minimum standards for staff levels, or weekly baths, or care hours for each resident. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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That same year, provincial auditor Judy Ferguson wrote that Saskatoon’s regional health authority 
maintained a “complex and confusing” relationship with its contracted care homes. Like McFadyen, she 
found the homes weren’t consistently meeting targets and saw little sign anyone in authority was aware. 


Public awareness of problems in long-term care is spotty at best, at least in the view of seniors advocates. 
It’s no surprise. There’s little data available. In an interview last month, McFadyen said she’s 


disappointed to see little action on improving transparency all these years after her report. 


She recommended a public-facing system to reveal exactly how well each home is doing on meeting 
provincial standards. It didn’t happen. 


“They felt that the CEO tours were sufficient,” McFadyen told Postmedia. “The comments are from 
residents who were happy that they got two bowls of Jell-O at lunchtime. 


“I want to know how many falls there were, how many people had bed sores, have there been any critical 
incidents reported,” she added. “Why not make that information public?” 


It still isn’t, at least not on a facility-by-facility basis. There is province-wide data available through the 
Canadian Institute for Health Information. Overall, it shows a middling performance. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


Compared to other provinces, Saskatchewan has a better record on falls and physical functioning. But it 
does worse on reports of pain, the use of restraints and potentially inappropriate antipsychotic use. 


In her report, McFadyen called for a review of the factors putting the system under strain and affecting 
quality of care — as well as a plan to deal with them. Again, the government felt it had done enough. 


“We disagree,” McFadyen said. 
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Everett Hindley, Saskatchewan minister of mental health and addictions, seniors and rural and remote health, at the 
Saskatchewan Legislative Building in Regina, Saskatchewan on Dec. 9, 2020. PHOTO BY BRANDON HARDER /Regina Leader- 
Post 


Everett Hindley, Saskatchewan’s minister for seniors, noted the government did fully implement 18 of 
McFadyen’s recommendations. But Sostorics said the issues McFadyen identified remained at Santa 
Maria. She thinks the facility was short-staffed. Care aides were overworked. She feels there weren’t 
enough nurses. Sometimes, she’d walk into the building and find no workers in sight on the whole floor. 


Pam Moore also noticed a staffing crunch when her mom moved into Extendicare Parkside in 2019. She 
thinks it made the home more vulnerable to a crisis. Her mother fell ill with COVID-19 during Parkside’s 
outbreak last year, but survived. 


She remembers days when the home was so short staffed, due to workers falling ill, that there was one 
care aide for 16 residents. 


“There were many times when there were just disasters waiting to happen,” she said. “How are you going 
to maintain proper hygiene between clients between residents when there isn’t time?” 


Moore, who previously worked as a nurse and trained at Parkside decades ago, noticed significant 
turnover among younger care aides. Extendicare says turnover is about seven per cent in its 
Saskatchewan homes. Moore didn’t think the staffing mix at the home is appropriate. She said homes 
have shifted from nurses to lower-paid care aides, who don’t have as much training to notice changes in 
resident health. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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“The staff doesn’t go in there with the attempt of doing a poor job,” she said. “But they get beaten down 
pretty fast when they don’t have enough.” 


On Dec. 21, 2020, Pam Moore, left, speaks about her mother while husband Rob Coleman, center left, looks at Extendicare 
Parkside care home. Pam's mother Joan Moore had then recently tested positive for COVID-19. PHOTO BY MICHAEL BELL 
PHOTOGRAPHY /jpg 


Extendicare, which has 650 employees in its Sasaktchewan long-term care homes, responded that it had 
close to a full complement of staff at Parkside when the outbreak began. It screened staff twice per day 
for symptoms, and lobbied for wide-spread asymptomatic testing for its employees. Eventually, more 
than 100 Parkside staff tested positive over the course of the outbreak. 


“This created a sudden staffing shortage at Parkside that made it very difficult to meet resident needs and 
combat the outbreak,” the Extendicare statement said. “We immediately contacted the SHA to notify 
them of the crisis.” 


For Moore, the key is accountability. Private corporations answer to their shareholders. Regulators are 
responsible for keeping them in line and providing needed resources. In her view, the buck stops with the 
provincial government. 


“Any kind of institution like this, I think there ultimately has to be responsibility back to the 
government,” Moore said. “It’s just human nature. People will let things slide, especially when they’re 
shareholders and they want to see the bottom line increasing.” 


The COVID-19 pandemic hit private care homes much harder than SHA-run facilities. Of 120 deaths, 47 
were in private not-for-profit homes, 44 were in private for-profit homes and 29 were in public homes 


operated by the SHA. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 





Create an account to read more free articles from the Leader-Post 


https://leaderpost.com/news/saskatchewan/take-care-sask-ltc-homes-raised-warning-signals-long-before-outbreaks 


10/13 


8/20/2021 Take care: Sask. homes raised warning signals long before outbreaks | Regina Leader Post 


That’s especially startling given that Saskatchewan has one of the highest shares of public ownership of 
any province. Three-quarters of its roughly 150 homes are in public hands, while the rest are private. Just 
four per cent, or five homes, are operated for profit — all by Extendicare. 


Private homes have affiliation agreements with the SHA that set performance standards on, for example, 
falls, hand hygiene and medication management. Though the SHA refused to provide its contracts with 
individual homes, it shared the template upon which they are based. The template declares safe, quality 
care as its fundamental purpose. It sets reporting requirements and empowers the SHA to conduct 
inspections. 


Like all care homes in Saskatchewan, private facilities are also subject to program guidelines with 
mandatory standards. But Wayne Nogier, who runs the not-for-profit Mont St. Joseph Home in Prince 
Albert, said the standards are so vague they’re almost meaningless. 


“You would really seriously have to not be doing care to not meet those standards,” he said. 


The faults are most obvious on staffing. There are eight guidelines. “Quality of care” must be the priority 
when homes hire staff. They must have at least one nurse available at all times. Care workers must be 
“appropriately trained,” and work under the supervision of a nurse. 


But there’s nothing that says how many care aides there should be in a given home, or how many hours 
of care they should give to each resident. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


This is as close as it gets: Homes must incorporate “a process to establish and implement a procedure to 
determine the safest and most effective staffing mix of health care providers to meet the needs of the 
residents.” 


Hindley, the seniors minister, said he can understand how that may appear vague. But its flexibility can 
also be an advantage. 


“The challenge is that every facility is different,” he said. “Every community is different. There might be a 
different mix of level of care that will be required by those residents.” 


In a statement, the SHA said it ensures long-term care homes comply with all applicable legislation, 
including through a regular chart audit process, safety reporting, critical incident reporting, accreditation 
and its CEO tours. In-home visits and meetings occur regularly throughout the year between SHA 
officials and home administrators, the statement added. 


Nogier confirmed that’s the case. Still, he sees a need for clearer standards, with minimum hours of care 
and more funding to hire enough staff to provide them. So do many families. 


At Santa Maria, Sostorics thinks management and staff tried their best amid serious constraints. 
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First in a three-part series. On Friday, we examine how the pandemic exposed many of the 
issues in long-term care. On Saturday, we look further at what reforms might be needed to 
fix seniors care in the future. 


awhite-crummey@postmedia.com 


©0000 





LATEST 





Regina Leader Post Headline News 


Sign up to receive daily headline news from Regina Leader-Post, a division of Postmedia Network 
Inc. 


Email Address 


youremail@email.com 


By clicking on the sign up button you consent to receive the above newsletter from Postmedia Network Inc. You may unsubscribe any time by clicking on the 
unsubscribe link at the bottom of our emails. Postmedia Network Inc. | 365 Bloor Street East, Toronto, Ontario, M4W 3L4 | 416-383-2300 











TRENDING 


1 Province to offer COVID vaccine to kids born in 2009 
2 Truck driver dead, woman hospitalized after oil site crash 
Rob Vanstone: Thanks to my wife for saving my life 


4 Pete McMartin: Enough is enough. I'm done with all of the COVID-19 skeptics 
5 Regina teacher anxious over lack of back-to-school details 


THIS WEEK IN FLYERS 


COMMENTS 


Postmedia is committed to maintaining a lively but civil forum for discussion and encourage all readers 
to share their views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for moderation before appearing 
on the site. We ask you to keep your comments relevant and respectful. We have enabled email 





Create an account to read more free articles from the Leader-Post 


https://leaderpost.com/news/saskatchewan/take-care-sask-ltc-homes-raised-warning-signals-long-before-outbreaks 12/13 


8/20/2021 Take care: Sask. homes raised warning signals long before outbreaks | Regina Leader Post 





Create an account to read more free articles from the Leader-Post 


https://leaderpost.com/news/saskatchewan/take-care-sask-ltc-homes-raised-warning-signals-long-before-outbreaks 13/13 


